Introduction
Expanding women' s economic opportunities is critical for meeting the obligations laid out in major human rights conventions and for enhancing countries' development prospects and eliminating poverty. Realising the potential of all people contributes to productivity and a more resilient society.
This matters at the national, community, family and individual levels. This paper reviews where we stand in terms of women's access to economic opportunities, ranging from working for an employer for a wage to entrepreneurial activities and agriculture, with a specific focus on Africa. We show that there are many systematic constraints, both in law and related to social norms and deprivations. This underlines the relevance of a rights-based approach.
We begin by providing an overview of how women currently fare in terms of economic empowerment at the global level and across Africa, before identifying some of the major constraints. Finally, we suggest areas where attention is needed to help overcome constraints related to laws and adverse norms and identify promising approaches where new evidence about what works is emerging.
Where Do We Stand?

Working Women: A Global Overview
Women are disadvantaged relative to men on every global indicator related to economic opportunities. Fewer women participate in the labour force ─ those who participate tend to be in less secure and lower paying jobs and sectors, and women on average earn less than their male counterparts for the same work.
2 Indeed evidence suggests that globally almost half of women's productive potential is unutilised, compared to only 22 per cent of men's. Full-time wage employment for an employee is associated with higher levels of well-being, not least because these jobs are more likely to come with higher and more dependable wages, benefits and protections. Gender gaps in earnings also persist in Africa, driven by differences in levels of education as well as differential economic opportunities. There are still more boys than girls enrolled in primary school in the region, with a ratio of 93 girls for every 100 boys, and this drops significantly for secondary (83 girls to every 100 boys) and tertiary education (62 girls for every 100 boys). 28 World Bank, supra note 16. the job market because of their responsibility for housework and care work.
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Lack of access to basic services like water and electricity compounds burdens on women's time. In many cases African women are also disadvantaged in access to credit, which is influenced by their relative inability to control collateral, since men own or otherwise control a larger share of assets than women. The gender gap in control over land and housing can limit women's ability to access credit and participate in economic activity, as evidenced by a recent survey of Ghanaian banks which shows that they have a strong preference for land and buildings as collateral.
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One striking fact about Africa is that it is home to the highest share of women entrepreneurs globally. It is also the only region where self-employment is more common than wage employment. 37 Yet, women-owned businesses are generally smaller and less profitable than men's across the region. 
The Legal Context
We begin with the international legal context, which establishes a strong foundation for gender equality in economic opportunities. Constitutions provide the national framework for the legal system. The extent to which national constitutions provide for non-discrimination and recognise the commitments set out in international and regional treaties is critical to the economic rights of women. The principle of non-discrimination on the basis of gender, and/or equality before the law, is included in every constitution in Sub-Saharan Africa. 45 In contrast, only 4 out of 14 countries in the Middle East and North Africa have non-discrimination clauses related to gender. 46 In some cases constitutions go beyond general non-discrimination provisions to provide explicit provisions for women's rights in certain areas: the constitutions of Ethiopia, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, Liberia, Malawi, Senegal, Swaziland and Zimbabwe explicitly provide for women and girls' right to own property. 47 Thus, the international legal and national constitutional frameworks are supportive of gender equality. However, ensuring that the constitution prevails over all statutes, as well as over customary or religious laws in countries where they are formally recognised, is critical to ensuring principles of non-discrimination are enforced and women's rights are respected.
We now turn to review whether this happens in practice. International and regional conventions on non-discrimination and gender equality need to be carried through into reforms at the national level. An ILO review of equality at work has found, for example, that while Convention 100 countries on equal pay for equal work has been ratified by the majority of countries, 100 These gender gaps in access to and ownership of assets can undermine women's bargaining power at home, and capacity to engage in economic activity outside the home, especially because access to formal credit relies heavily on asset-based lending. In nine countries in Sub-Saharan Africa -Burundi, Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, Lesotho, Senegal, Sudan, Tanzania, and Uganda -statutory inheritance regimes discriminate against women. In more than one-quarter of African countries, the constitution provides that customary laws prevail in relation to inheritance. Customary inheritance laws are often biased against women.
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For example, in Ghana customary land is specifically excluded from statutory inheritance laws and instead usually devolves to a male heir in accordance with custom. 68 Barriers to accessing land can have major implications for women's access to credit and their ability to build or grow a business.
Social Norms Influencing Women's Work
Social norms are a key factor affecting individuals' day-to-day activities and major decisions. Norms affect decisions about schooling, who in the household seeks a job, and who is primarily responsible for unpaid care and This reminds us that gender inequalities that restrict women's access to productive work encompass not just the inequalities of opportunities outside the household -reflected in disparities in education, pay, hiring practices, access to credit and so on -but also inequalities of power within the household and familial structures.
Social norms also influence which occupations men and women work in and the way in which markets function, including who is trusted, who is hired, and perceptions around who is most suited for certain types of work. 71 Across the 20 countries studied in On Norms and Agency, men and women reported similar ideals for men's and women's roles: men are seen as providers, heads of households and decision-makers, while ideal women are depicted as obedient, caring and responsible for all the housework and for care of all members of the household. 72 Given these perceptions, it is perhaps not surprising that nearly 4 in 10 people globally (close to one-half in developing countries) agree that when jobs are scarce, men should have a greater right to jobs than women. women from dangerous work, tend in practice to limit women's opportunities in the labour market. Similarly inheritance, family or property laws that provide for unequal distribution of property between sons and daughters and husbands and wives reflect longstanding norms that assume male family members will take responsibility for care of female relatives. In practice, however, the resulting unequal access to property and assets deprive women of independence, leaving them reliant on male relatives for housing and support and unable to access credit and other productive inputs.
The good news is that social norms can and do change, and indeed they can We have seen that there is widespread commitment to gender equality under international law and in many national constitutions across the continent. In principle, these should provide a legal framework to allow all people, regardless of gender, to pursue the forms of economic activity that they choose, as enshrined as a human right in Article 1 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 78 In practice, however, this legal capacity is often curtailed, if not denied, under the letter of statutory law, due to discriminatory customary laws and practices, or as a result of discriminatory social norms that preclude the full realisation of statutory rights.
We have shown that these barriers exist with respect to a whole range of legal domains: family and property laws, and inheritance practices, alongside legal restrictions on a woman's legal capacity to sign a contract, her ability to seek employment outside the home, and her administration of personal assets. capacity. 81 Reforms to Ethiopia's family law in 2000 raised the minimum age of marriage for women, removed the need for a wife to have her husband's permission to work outside the home, and provided for both spouses consent in the administration of marital property. In just five years a substantial shift in women's economic activities was recorded -including an increase in women working full-time and in positions that required working outside the home.
Women also demonstrated higher skills. 82 In Kenya, customary property laws were previously exempt from the constitutional protections of nondiscrimination. This had a profound impact on women in many ways, including women's land ownership. This lack of protection limited women's capacity to use land as collateral, which in turn constrained their capacity to own and/or grow businesses. 83 However, the new 2010 constitution has strengthened land rights in significant ways. Reforms around property and inheritance laws can help address constraints facing women farmers and entrepreneurs, in particular. For example, in
Vietnam women with a joint land title were more likely to earn an independent income than those who were not on the title, 84 in Ecuador joint land ownership increased women's participation in household decisions about crop cultivation, 85 and in Peru women in squatter households who were given property titles were better able to seek paid work. 86 Rwanda's land tenure regularisation reform which formalised women's land rights helped to expand their land access and security of tenure. The reform was also associated with a 19 percentage point increase in the likelihood of women investing in soil conservation (double the likelihood for men). 87 Of course even when the legislative framework is gender-neutral, practice may work against enabling women's economic opportunities. Gender-neutral or gender-blind regulations do not necessarily translate into gender equality in economic rights. 88 In Rwanda for example, women have the same right as men to claim land under inheritance statutes, but in practice are often prevented from doing so by the application of discriminatory customary land rights. 89 In Nigeria customary law is technically subject to constitutional principles of equality, yet in 2004 the Supreme Court held that customary law could not be undermined merely because it did not recognise a role for women. 90 The force of social norms is evident throughout the world. In -even where there are no legal barriers to women's full and equal participation in all jobs and sectors.
For legal reform to be effective it must be supported by strong implementation and enforcement mechanisms, which requires political, institutional and Of course, a multitude of other constraints can affect women's economic opportunities. These range from education, to time constraints associated with child and elder care, to addressing norms that limit their mobility.
Evidence of programs that have successfully addressed these constraints is emerging. These show the ways in which apparently pervasive social norms that dictate strict gender roles for women and men, alongside prevailing customary or religious laws and practices that discriminate against women, can be overcome. 92 There are a range of examples, including: 
Conclusion
It is clear that we have a long way to go before women across Africa will have the same economic opportunities as men. Lower educational attainment poses a major constraint, and poverty exacerbates these education gaps.
Women are also disadvantaged in access to land and property, and when it comes to accessing financial services such as formal bank accounts or credit.
Legal reforms to ensure that women's rights are recognised can play a critical role in expanding women's economic opportunities, and do appear to be necessary. For legal reforms to be impactful they must go beyond labour laws to include reforms to family, inheritance, and land and property laws, among others. We also know that these, alone, are unlikely to be sufficient. Improving girls' and women's educational attainment is critical, as is addressing underlying norms and gender stereotypes which dictate the way men and women spend their time. The agenda is daunting, but the broad directions of change needed are clear.
